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I dedicate this book to anyone who has ever felt like they are outside, looking in.



“This book is an original contribution to family research and writing. Through interviews and research reviews, Dr Lucy Blake examines the many aspects of family life and addresses the many ways that family relationships can be close or strained. She helps the reader de-romanticize the notion of family, and in doing so, helps us to see how common conflict, ambivalence, even estrangement occur in families. While this is a book that will be useful in academic settings, it is helpful to anyone interested in learning more about their own families. I highly recommend it.”

 

DR JOSHUA COLEMAN

Senior Fellow, Council on Contemporary Families

Author of Rules of Estrangement: Why Adult Children Cut Ties and How to Heal the Conflict



 

“Lucy Blake’s book provides a fresh context for exploring issues that engage us throughout our lives. “Embrace the messiness,” she enjoins, as we ask key questions about what it means to be a good parent, a good child, a good sibling.  The book approaches families across many dimensions – closeness, conflict, estrangement, understanding and love, and puts many usually omitted issues under the spotlight, such as how adult children negotiate care of their parents, the effect of estrangement on both parent and child, and the role of sibling relationships in mental health. Correcting both idealization and demonization, this book will change how we think and write about families.”

 

TERRI APTER

Author of Difficult Mothers and The Sister Knot    



 

“A wonderfully optimistic and original book. I enjoyed reading it, and especially appreciated the conclusion that there’s no such thing as a normal family; all families are confronted with their own problems at some point, albeit some more than others. No Family is Perfect is extremely reassuring, and readers will find nuggets that are particularly helpful to them. It also addresses unexpected and important questions, such as what does a good child do? I think that this will resonate with many people, particularly the growing number who find themselves caring for ageing parents, and help them to feel less guilt.”

 

PROFESSOR SUSAN GOLOMBOK

Professor of Family Research, Director of the Centre for Family Research at the University of Cambridge

Author of We Are Family: What Really Matters for Parents and Children 
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Over the past two hundred years the meaning of family has been radically transformed from a group of people one lives with in the here and now to an imagined entity we live by through either a remembered past or a dreamed of future.

John Gillis, ‘Our Imagined Families: 
The Myths and Rituals We Live By’1
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Why I embraced the messiness of family life, and you should too

An ounce of blood is worth more than a pound of friendship.

Spanish proverb

The way I thought families should be

Growing up, I thought I knew how a family should be. I absorbed messages about families in different ways. They were in the films and television that I watched and the books that I read. They were in the adverts that I saw and the messages written on the mother’s and father’s day cards at our local shop. These messages knitted together into a story – the family story – which became the blueprint of how I thought a family should be. For a long time, it was the story that I compared my family against. For a long time, it was the lens through which I judged the lives of my friends and my peers.

The family story was a harsh one, full of judgements of right and wrong. Living within the family story was good; falling outside of it was bad. If you lived within the permitted storylines, you gained the prestige of being “sorted”: of having your life perceived by others as being “on track”. If you had the shame of living outside of its permitted plotlines, you were the opposite of sorted: you were lost, drifting, or the odd one out.

For me, for many years, the family story went like this:

 

The family is the cornerstone of society. If families are strong, communities and societies will thrive. Nothing in life is as important as family. Family should come before the acquisition of wealth and the achievement of personal goals. Those who put anything before and above their families have got their priorities out of order. They will be lonely and unfulfilled. Success is meaningless without a family to share it with.

Family are those people who are tied together by genes, marriage and parenthood. They are the people in our lives with whom we have legally recognized rights, responsibilities, duties and entitlements. We may care deeply about those with whom we lack these ties that bind – we can say that they are like family. But they cannot turn off our life support. They will not be there in times of challenge. Blood is thicker than water. In times of test, family is best.

Family is sacred. The bonds between family members are so close, dependable and important that relationships with friends, neighbours and colleagues do not and cannot come close. Family is love. And not just any kind of love: the unconditional kind. There is nothing you can do and nothing you can say that will unravel the love between family members.

Family is a sanctuary from the ups and downs of everyday life. Family is a safety net. There will always be someone who can give you a roof over your head. There will always be someone who cares about you and wants to know how you are.

Mothers are the beating heart of the family. There is no force on earth that is as strong as a mother’s love for her child. And there is no one more worthy of praise than the dedicated dad. If a mother is the heart of the family, the father is the spine. Those who are not parents will know little of sacrifice. They will never know the kind of love that a parent has for a child. They will only know half-loves. They will only live half-lives.

There is no greater gift than a dutiful daughter or a loyal son. Those who are parents will look into their children’s eyes and think: My sacrifices were worth it. My choices were the right choices. Those who are parents will have someone to care for them as they grow old. Those without children will face old age alone. No one will care for them or about them.

Those who have a sibling have a friend for life. They will share that special knowing and secret humour that is unique to brothers and sisters. “Only children” will be lonely. They will never know what it is to have a friend from infancy to childhood, adolescence to adulthood, older age to death.

Although there is nothing quite like family, it’s not always perfect. Sometimes there will be disagreements and tensions between family members. An unkind word spoken here; a thoughtless comment there. But these ruptures can be repaired with communication, understanding and time; they can – and should – be forgiven. We should let bygones be bygones, because life is short and there is nothing as important as family.

Those who live in unhappy families are the pieces of the puzzle that do not fit. Those who have painful experiences of family life are broken. There must be a reason for their experience of rejection, disappointment or pain. They must be from weak families. Broken families. Chaotic families. They must be bad apples, falling from rotten trees.

The broken ones deserve our pity, but family is redemptive. Those who are broken can be fixed. But if they don’t try to mend the gift that they have broken, then they will reap what they sow. Because when it comes to family, there is no act that is beyond forgiveness. Whether we are in the family story or outside of it is entirely in our own hands. If you’re good enough and if you’re worthy enough, you can belong.

How my job changed the way that I think about families

The way that I thought about families started to shift when I became a family researcher. In my early twenties, I found myself travelling around the UK with a tape recorder, a selection of children’s toys and a video camera in my bag. For a decade I worked at the Centre for Family Research at the University of Cambridge, interviewing parents and children in the kinds of families that are not often shown on our screens. I talked to parents who had conceived their children using donor sperm or eggs. I spoke to children who were growing up with two fathers or two mothers. I met with families from the posh, leafy streets of capital cities and those from the rolling hills of rural communities.

I then moved to the Children, Young People and Families research team at Edge Hill University in the north-west of England. I conducted online surveys and interviewed parents over the phone. I travelled to community centres, children’s hospitals and cafes to meet parents and their children and find out more about their lives and relationships. I interviewed parents who were raising children with disabilities, chronic illnesses and additional needs, whose children often require care at all hours of the day and the night.

For the past few years, my research has focused on estrangement. I have spoken with adults from around the UK who have shared with me their experience of having a relationship with a parent, sibling or adult child that is characterized by negativity and distance. I have spent many hours scouring books, academic papers and responses to surveys to try and understand how common family estrangement is, why it happens and how it affects people’s lives.

In speaking to people about family estrangement, at lectures, with colleagues and around my friends’ dinner tables, I have noted something else: that the feelings that commonly arise when people discuss estrangement – specifically, those of shame, pain and isolation – are also common to those who wouldn’t categorize themselves as being estranged. These feelings often ring true for those whose families have been affected by substance abuse, or those who are navigating the fractures that can accompany divorce. I am not saying that we are all the same; these kinds of experiences affect people’s lives and their relationships in different ways and to different extents. But what I am saying is this: when it comes to the perfect plotlines of the family story, many people feel like they are outside, looking in.

I have learnt that family relationships present themselves in many different ways. I have been offered hundreds of cups of tea and many, many biscuits. I have sometimes been invited to stay for dinner or to share a glass of wine in the sun. The parents in these families have shared with me their joys and their pain, their triumphs and their challenges. The children in these families have told me about their daily lives and their pets. And the stories that parents and children have shared with me have changed me. They have opened my eyes, challenged my assumptions and expanded my heart.

Learning about other people’s families has also led me to reflect on my own. Growing up, I didn’t know that research was a job that people did to earn a living, so it certainly wasn’t planned. But I was always interested in people. I wanted to understand why the people around me did what they did and said what they said.

Fragile memories of family are familiar to me. A teacher at school once asked my classmates and I to draw our family tree, and all I could think to include were those who lived under the roof of my family home. The names of my grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins were blurry and unclear, so I left those branches bare.

At some point, I started daydreaming about a different kind of family. I imagined myself as a member of a multigenerational cast of aunts, uncles, grandparents and cousins who were both loveable and loving. There would be some minor irritations between family members, but these would be light and amusing, rarely disrupting the flow of laughter around the dining table in the enormous house lit up with hundreds of twinkly Christmas lights. My fantasy family was a heavy-handed rip-off of the 1995 film While You Were Sleeping, starring Sandra Bullock as my namesake, Lucy.

At the time that I was daydreaming of this alternative, fantasy family, I was unaware of the complexities and intricacies of my own. I was unaware that my family tree contained branches that had been weathered by mental health problems, poverty, estrangements and untimely deaths. I was unaware that there were branches that had been strengthened by supportive relationships, a commitment to change and a drive towards a better life.

Whereas as a child I had little say over who drifted in and out of my family tree, as an adult I have taken more control over the shaping of its branches. My current understanding of family is broad: I share a genetic relationship and history with some of the members of my family and with others I do not. I have chosen to create and invest in relationships with family members, friends and colleagues by whom I feel valued. These relationships change as we enter new stages of our lives. Sometimes this growth is painful. Sometimes it’s beautiful. It is most often both.

How I’m going to try and change the way that you think about families

This is not a book about how we can improve our family relationships. There will be no eight-step plans to family bliss and contentment. It will not argue that our relationships should look and function in a certain way. In this book I will be sharing those lessons that have broadened my understanding of family. These are the lessons that have allowed me to leave behind the black-and-white family story and to enter into the multicoloured, messy, complex reality of family relationships as they actually are. They are the lessons that have allowed me to develop a kinder voice in my head when I think about family. My hope in sharing what I have learnt is that it might bring a gentleness and curiosity to the way that you think about family too.

In this book, I have drawn on my experience of having been a family researcher for over a decade. In particular, I will share what I have learnt from my research on family estrangement. Studying relationships that some describe as broken can shed light on what it is that we think these relationships should look like when they are intact. I will also draw on research on family relationships more broadly, although this book isn’t intended to be a textbook that diligently catalogues every development in the fields of research relating to parents, children and siblings. Instead, what I have done is rely on thorough reviews of the research in these areas that have been published in the past 10 years. And I have described those studies that I think are particularly enlightening or relevant to the way that we think about families.

In addition to interviewing psychologists, which is my own field of training and study, I have spoken with experts who work in disciplines that are different to my own. They have generously given me their time, and I share their insights and expertise with gratitude. I have spoken to the heads of charities and non-profits who work tirelessly to change the way that we think about families. And I have also interviewed those who have a broad range of personal experiences when it comes to family relationships who have graciously shared their stories with me. I have changed their names and certain details to protect their anonymity, but the hearts of their stories remain the same.

I have chosen to explore those family relationships that are expected to be lifelong, supportive and safe: those between parents, siblings and children. I have chosen these relationships due to the weight of the assumptions that surround them. Without doubt, other kinds of relationships are as meaningful and important, in spite of being undervalued and overlooked. But the main focus of this book is to challenge the myths that are at the heart of the family story, in which parents, children and siblings play a starring role.

I use the words “parents”, “siblings” and “children” broadly, with an appreciation of the fact that the reality behind them is often complex. Although we often assume that these family members have lived under the same roof, share a genetic connection to one another and have a shared history or culture to draw from, this is not true for all. These relationships might look and feel a different way in families in which parents have separated and re-partnered. They might also look and feel different in families in which parents have conceived their children using assisted reproductive technologies or created their families through adoption or fostering. As much as I have tried to draw on a diverse range of family experiences throughout this book, it is a challenging task to capture the diversity of family life.

And although the experiences of the people I have talked to are diverse, they have mostly lived and worked in the UK, North America or Europe. The studies that I have drawn from have likewise mostly comprised samples of people who have been described as living in WEIRD societies, which is an acronym used to refer to those societies that are Western, educated, industrialized, rich and democratic. The lessons that I share will therefore mostly be applicable to and reflective of the family story that is told in countries that are described as Western, developed or rich.

There is, without doubt, a subjectivity that runs through the pages of this book. Although I have drawn on the most rigorous research available and spoken with experts in different fields, the lessons that I share in this book are the ones that I have personally found most helpful in understanding family relationships: both other people’s families and my own. In this way, these lessons are my own personal map for how I think and feel about families. I offer them gently: this book is intended to start conversations rather than to end them.

Changing how we think about families 

My understanding of family changed slowly, taking many, many years. Rather than going in a straight line, my learning about family has built up in layers. Often, I gained a layer of knowledge in a lecture theatre, or in chatting with a colleague over a slice of cake. At other times, a participant in a study shared something with me that shifted my thinking, or I stumbled across a paper written decades ago that resonated deeply.

The lessons about families that I most value have been hard-won. The call in this book to resist the singular, shaming family story is far from new. For decades, academics, feminists and activists have pointed out the ways in which the family is often a place of oppression in which inequalities are magnified. And yet, the family story persists.

Many of the stories that we grew up with do not serve us as adults. Stories about “the one” will likely lead us astray if we enter into a romantic relationship expecting that just one person can fulfil all of our needs for the rest of our lives. And like those stories about “the one”, the family story is particularly resilient.

When it comes to family, unpicking what is myth from what is reality involves swimming against the tide. Messages about perfect, happy families are all around us. Images of selfless mothers and devoted dads are evoked in the speeches of politicians and religious leaders in countries around the world. Images of happy families saturate our media, adverts and social media platforms. And we start receiving these messages about how a family should be from a young age. They are in the pages of children’s books and in the images of much-loved cartoons.

Changing how we think about families also requires engaging with facts about difficult realities, like that of abuse, which occurs more commonly than many would like to believe. At first, I found some of the facts and figures that I share in this book to be shocking, almost unbelievable, despite just under a decade of studying psychology under my belt. And at times I still struggle to take on board those lessons that are in direct opposition to the fairytale of family that I have grown up with.

Changing how we think about family can also be hard because family is a topic that we can all relate to, whether we have ongoing, active relationships with the members of our family or not. I have found that when I am doing family research – whether that is reading a paper, interviewing a parent or writing about family relationships – I will inevitably reflect on my own experiences of family life. And after giving a lecture or presentation on my research, it is not uncommon for people to ask me questions like, “Do you think that I’m estranged?” And there will be times when personal reflection is more welcome than others.

For many, acknowledging that there are difficulties in a family relationship might be too painful. The tendency to deny or minimize the more painful experiences of family relationships is a common one. One way of avoiding pain is to idealize our family relationships; whether we are conscious of it or not, it can be easier to think of the family as being perfect than to think of it as being real. Throughout the chapters of this book, these tendencies towards denial or avoidance will be explored gently and with curiosity.

And finally, it can be hard to talk about family in a tidy, focused, narrow way, because family is a topic that is broad and expansive. The feelings that arise when we talk about family can be hard to constrain or tame. Because when we talk about family, we are talking about love, ambivalence, hate, joy, loyalty, betrayal, duty, disappointment and obligation. We are travelling through time, from childhood to adolescence to adulthood, and we are travelling across generations.

Regardless of whether I succeed or fail in changing or challenging how you think about family, I am grateful that you have picked up this book. There is so much to gain from reflecting on the way we think and talk about families, and there is no better time to do so than now.

Why we need to talk about families in a different way

The way that we think and talk about families is always changing. Storylines that were once forbidden and seen as a threat to tradition are now becoming a part of it. For example, I grew up in the UK at a time when it was illegal for teachers to talk about same-sex relationships in schools because it was thought that to do so would be to promote them. Jump forward three decades, and I have celebrated as my friends have married and had children with their same-sex partners.

There are also places where complex, hidden experiences of family relationships are explored in depth. There are, and always have been, places of reprieve. These complex narratives about family relationships are incredibly valuable because they affirm a vital truth: that when it comes to family relationships, those who have experienced challenges, or anything other than love and joy, are not alone.

The ways that we receive messages about families are also changing. I can see them lurking in the click-bait headlines of the media that I consume and in the images that I scroll through in my social media feeds. The ability to distinguish between an advertisement and a photo of a genuine family experience is harder than ever.

But there is still a long way to go. On our screens we rarely see portrayals of those families in which brothers and sisters haven’t spoken in decades. We rarely see those families in which parents do not know where their sons or daughters live. Celebrities in the media are singled out and shamed for their experiences of estrangement; their family relationships are presented as a source of speculation and scandal.

The more mundane experiences of family life are likewise hidden from view, because when it comes to family, some things can be said out loud and some things cannot. Parents are allowed to say that they are tired, but they must always be grateful. Siblings can talk fondly about games that they used to play as children, but they cannot share the reflection that if they met their sibling for the first time today, they would probably not be friends. These less palatable experiences of family life stay out of sight. In this way, we rarely witness another person’s genuine, authentic family life. We see the outward-facing family; we rarely see what goes on behind the scenes. We see the performance of family, over and over again.

So while the family story has changed, in many ways it remains the same. Some versions of the family story might be more progressive than they have been in the past, but it is still a story that separates us. It is still a harsh tale that encourages us to categorize people as either good or bad. It is a story according to which you can assign worthiness: either you are living within the parameters of the family story and approved of, or you are living outside of it, and shamed for doing so.

It is time to embrace the complexity and diversity of how families are in real life. It is time to acknowledge that family relationships involve a range of experiences and emotions that change over time. And it is time to appreciate that when it comes to family relationships, no two look the same.

We need to think and talk about families in a different way. Because contrary to the images of happy, healthy, functioning families that we see all around us, those who have a wider range of experiences when it comes to family relationships are not alone. People who have experienced challenge, hardship and heartbreak in their families are not other people. They are not those we do not know or have not met. They are our partners, friends, neighbours and colleagues. They are our schoolteachers, accountants, policymakers and cleaners. They are our bus drivers, cashiers, dentists and doctors. They are you and me. They are us.

My job has been an unexpected gift. Writing this book has been more than an academic endeavour; it has been an opportunity to learn to navigate the fragilities and the strengths of my family tree with kindness. I have started to let go of the way things might have been and to embrace what is. I have learnt to appreciate the love that I have been fortunate to have both given and received, even though at times it hasn’t looked or felt the way I thought it should. And I have softened into the acknowledgement that idealized, elevated images of significant relationships do not come close to the beauty and the pain of those that are real.

While this is true for me, my work has taught me that we all have different experiences of family life and family relationships. There is no one single story of what family is or what family means. It is time to explore the messiness, diversity and complexity of family relationships and to do so without shame or judgement. It is time to do so with kindness.
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